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Abstract 
Assessment plays a critical role in family counseling. Assessment procedures can be used as a guide by family councellors, in 
order to improve understanding of family functioning patterns. The process of assessment is an essential step in guiding 
decisions about which intervention strategies are in line with the culture of the clients. This paper reviews different literature 
about assessment methods in family counseling, explains, and compares the various models of marriage, couple and family 
assessments. 
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1. Introduction 
Assessment in counseling is the method of collecting important information about a person and his family. 
According to Kline (2000) assessment is used to help understand and predict behavior. Usually assessment 
involves multiple methods, such as history interviews of a person and his or her family, behavioral observations, 
and formal tests for gathering information about the person and family (Lovler, Miller, & McIntire, 2010). 
Family counseling without assessment is similar to a car trip without a map. The counselor needs to know where 
all the family members have been; where they are now and where they are going in the future (Deacon & Piercy, 
2001).Clients attend couple and family counseling meetings for a variety of reasons. Some may seek premarital 
counseling to help prepare for an upcoming marriage, Few, may need to find ways to deal more effectively with a 
child who is acting out, yet, others may seek couples’ counseling to understand why they feel distanced from 
each other after years of marriage. In each of these cases, professional counselors can use assessment techniques 
effectively to gather information, develop hypotheses, evaluate treatment progress and outcomes and facilitate 
change. Therefore accurate assessment of family relationships and functioning is a significant matter in 
developing treatment interventions for couples, families and children. In family interventions and for those with 
individual psychotherapy, the success of a treatment plan often depends on a careful assessment of the nature of 
the problem and the potential for a solution (Bray, 2010). 
Focusing on the critical factors such as marital communication methods (Ghanbari-Panah, Shariff, & 
Koochak-Entezar), learning styles and social skills in the family is essential for counselors and psychologists. 
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Communication patterns, dynamics and level of functioning established in the family are based on these factors. 
The counselors evaluate dynamic systems, therefore, this process can be more challenging than individual 
assessment (Erford, 2006). Bray (2010) pointed out that family assessment is a systematic method that provides a 
strong source of information. This information can be used to grow initial hypotheses about the nature of the 
problem, the causes of the problem, family members’ perceptions of the problem, and potential areas of strength. 
In addition, assessment in counseling can be applied to evaluate the family’s progress. Moreover, it can be used 
to evaluate outcomes at the end of counseling (Hawley, 1994). McPhatter (1991) suggested that assessment is 
both a product and a process. It is a guide and a rationale for work and an intervention in and of itself. He listed 
the following goals for assessment: 
1. To clarify the nature of the family problems. 
2. To understand how the family members perceive their problems. 
3. To create an obvious picture of the structure, functioning and impacts of family dynamics. 
 
2. Area of family assessment 
 
Generally, most scholars support following up on the information produced in family assessments. 
1. Family process refers to the behaviors and interactions that show the family functioning. For example: the 
ways of conflict management and problem solving in the family. Also the constructs of differentiation, 
individuation, communication, and control among family members is illustrated by the family process. 
2. Family affect refers to the manner in which emotion is expressed and received in the family, in other words, 
the degree of emotional closeness or separateness among family members. 
3. Family organization comprises the roles, rules, expectations, boundaries surrounding the family and its 
subsystems. It also consists of the levels of hierarchy within the family that shows family functioning. 
4. Problems refer to the history of the problem, definitions of the problems, intensity across time, past 
solutions and clients’ motivation to solve the problem. 
5. Family strengths and resources refer to a family’s ability to self repair and how a family will master 
challenging situations. Resources also refer to tangible or intangible support within the family, community and 
extended environment (Bray, 1995; Lavee & Avisar, 2006). 
Furthermore, goals for change, parental/caregiver collaboration, extended family relationships, family 
communication, family conflict, family role appropriateness, family safety, family organizational patterns, 
residential stability, family characteristics, adequate leadership, self efficacy, positive interactions, humor, trust, 
coping skills, problem- solving and appropriate support systems in the wider community, are other aspects of 
families that consolers and psychologists consider in their assessment. Besides, risk factors such as poverty, 
community disorganization, violence, educational opportunities and lack of economic resources can be evaluated 
during the family assessment process. 
 
3. Assessment process and methods 
 
The assessment process includes gathering, analyzing, synthesizing relevant data about the family context, not 
only to identify the stresses and the problems and resulting adaptation, but also to evaluate strengths and 
resources (Thomlison, 2009). 
As mentioned earlier, the counselors or psychologists base their theoretical framework on the data that the 
assessment methods reflect on each family's risk and protective factors amongst the family members. For this 
reason they use a variety of strategies and assessment tools during the assessment process. Since culture has a 
significant impact on the interpretation of certain items on family assessments, tools and instrument validity, the 
instruments should be designed and standardized for the majority of the clients being assessed. According to 
Mushquash and Bova (2007) the instruments that are not normed for the population being evaluated can contain 
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cultural biases. Such instruments might produce misleading results and perhaps inappropriate treatment plans as 
well as misunderstandings with clients. 
Several assessment methods are used in couple and family therapy, such as observational methods, interviews, 
self reports of family interaction and graphic representations of relationships. 
The various methods can be characterized by the extent to which the data collected are subjective (based on 
the therapist’s or the clients’ perception of the relationship) or objective (based on observable data), and the 
degree to which it represents an internal or external view of the relationship (James & Gilliland, 2003). In 
addition Suzuki and Ponterotto (2008) categorized the assessment methods of family systems into three principal 
instruments (Self-report, Observational, Diagrammatic method). 
Usually using a single method cannot provide the complete  picture. Therefore, a multi-dimensional 
assessment from family members’ perspective to each other is required for family assessment  (Lavee & Avisar, 
2006). 
As already stated, the success of the counseling services is dependent on the culture of the society and the 
organizations. Therefore, a clear understanding of acceptable constructs of counseling in every culture is 
important. In fact, neglecting the variety of ethnicities, cultures, and religions in contexts such as Malaysia can 
cause failure in counseling approaches. This may result in client termination, ineffective counseling sessions and 
the increasing unpopularity or irrelevance of counseling services. 
Counseling in Malaysia has come a long way, although the growth has been slow. As See and Ng (2010) 
counseling was established in malaysia in 1983 as professional milestone with the establishment of the Malaysian 
Counseling Association, known as PERKAMA.   
Malaysian values are deep-rooted and are quite different from Western values. Malaysian values involve 
respecting elders, group orientation of ‘we more than I’ or emphasis on belonging to an in-group, a harmonious 
relationship, a concern for face saving, and a religious orientation (Talib, 2010).  Furthermore, the pluralistic 
nature of Malaysian values and the diversity of personal values, attitudes and perspectives that are based upon the 
different cultures and religious values pose great challenges to Malaysian counselors (Sharif, 2002 ). 
In the Malaysian context, the selection of the techniques and methods of family counseling is basically 
influenced by theoretical approaches adopted by counselors. Consequently, their theoretical approaches impact a 
number of factors, including counselors’ socio-demographic and surrounding (Mohamad & Rahman, 2011). 
Certainly some significant groundwork and important milestones have been laid for the profession to transition 




To understand how a family functions, it is crucial to use assessment strategies that are appropriate to both 
cultural background and socioeconomic level of the family. Assessment techniques help the counselors to collect 
information about family problems, family organization, family functioning, family strengths and the goals or 
changes amongst family members. The reviews of different literature show that counselors and therapists require 
training in how to apply the assessment data. Discussion of assessments and suitable intervention approaches 
dependent on the family's cultural needs must also be considered. This is an ongoing process subject to revision 
based on new information and developments within the life space of the family. This review seeks to encourage 
family counselors to use appropriate assessment methods with clients and facilitate the implementation of the 
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